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County Agent’s Notes:

April 30, 2001

Help; my grass is dying!
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Grass is not difficult to grow. It has just a few basic requirements that when met
allow it to thrive. The problems begin when we try to grow just one type of grass, because in
nature this is not “normal”. In the natural world, diversity is the rule rather than the exception,
and when we attempt to violate this rule nature does not cooperate, and may even punish us.
Many of the grasses that are common or native to this area are not considered to be good
turf species. Some of these grasses are crabgrass, smutgrass, dallis, and Bahia; and we often see
the sedges, which are not true grasses, growing in areas where grasses don’t do well. All of
these, along with “broadleaf” plants like dandelion, henbit, chickweed, and others, are often
grouped together as “weeds”, and various methods are used to remove them from lawns and
other turfgrass areas.
First, let’s look at the basic requirements for grasses. These include sunlight, good
drainage, adequate moisture, pH between 5.7 and 7.2, adequate plant nutrients, and a need we
often forget – freedom to grow enough to sustain life. In the absence of just one of these, grass
may fail to do well.
Sunlight is a very basic requirement. Under hardwoods like oak, hickory, pecan,
magnolia, and others sunlight is not able to reach the ground, and grass cannot carry on the
manufacture of the sugars needed for growth. In addition, many hardwoods are “allelopathic”,

which means that they actively suppress the growth of other plants by the production of toxic
substances, which act as mild herbicides on grasses and other plants. Thinning trees so that at
least some direct sunlight can reach the ground may help.
Good drainage is necessary because grasses do not grow well in wet soil. Excess water
forces oxygen out of the soil, and when this occurrs only “aquatic” or semi-aquatic plants can
grow. Subsurface drains or “French” drains are sometimes able to solve this problem, but care
must be taken while installing these to avoid damaging the roots of trees growing in the area.
Enough, but not too much, water is required. However, where drainage is good grasses
and other plants can usually take care of themselves by developing deep roots. The main idea is
to create a soil environment in which grasses can develop good roots, and when this is done
grasses and other plants can usually find the water they need.
Soil acidity, or pH, is very important, especially when you want to grow a particular type
of grass. For example, when you want centipede or carpet grass, pH should be on the acid side
around 5.5 to 5.7. The bermudas, zoysia, and St. Augustine prefer higher pH, from 6.2 to 7.0,
which in this area can only be maintained by applying lime according to the results of a soil test.
Nitrogen also gets involved here since this fertilizer actually lowers pH by producing acid. In
general, for every pound of N applied, three pounds of lime will be needed to offset this effect.
The “preferred” turfgrasses need at least some addition of nutrients, including nitrogen,
phosphorus, potash, sulfur, and others as fertilizer. These should be applied as sparingly as
possible, and in the right proportions to produce the best turf. When excess fertilizer is applied
grasses become more sensitive to other problems like limited sunlight, poor drainage, drought,
disease, insects, and freeze damage. The only way to know you are doing this correctly is to
follow the recommendations of a soil test

The other thing I have added to the list of requirements is that we must allow grasses and
other plants to retain enough leaf surface to sustain life. You folks who mow your grass
frequently and very close to the ground, stand a very good chance of killing your grass by
nothing more than starvation. Don’t cut off all the green blades, because these are the leaf
surfaces that carry on photosynthesis, and without them any plant will die. Some grasses, like St.
Augustine, may require even more height to survive in partial shade areas.
Other problems are involved in some cases. The two I see most often are overuse of
weed killers, and freeze damage. My answer for herbicide overuse is to avoid, if possible, the
use of herbicides unless there is no other alternative. Spot spraying is fine for specific problems,
but avoid herbicides that remain in the soil for long periods. Stick with chemicals that break
down quickly; like glyphosate (Roundup), 2,4-D, Basagran, Poast, etc. This way, when you
make that “inevitable”mistake your grass will be able to heal itself quickly.
Freeze damage is a very serious problem in some years, especially when we have a fairly
mild winter that is punctuated by cold weather that freezes the soil to a depth of two inches or
more. This is what occurred this past December, and is likely the culprit in many cases, for the
loss of grass in many of your lawns. However, when grasses are properly maintained and not
over-tended, they can survive even this problem.
You can probably see that I generally feel that many people give their grass too much
care rather than too little. When you see that grass is not doing well, consider this and give it a
chance to grow rather than doing more. In many cases we are our grass’ worst enemy. Go
fishing more and you will likely have a healthier lawn; and your lawn mower will last a lot
longer.

